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In a globalised world, the consumption and production of food are becoming increasingly disconnected(1). This disconnection
increases reliance on external resources and decreases the self-sufficiency of countries, and could have implications for population diet-
ary health. Furthermore, population growth and global dietary change towards the consumption of more animal products are increas-
ing the stress on already scarce global land resources(2). As it is increasingly recognised that dietary recommendations should also
consider the environmental impacts of our food consumption(3), it is important to investigate the land requirements for food
(LRF) of the current UK diet. This will not only contribute to our understanding of what comprises a sustainable diet; it will also
show the degree of self-sufficiency of the United Kingdom.

Agricultural, food supply statistics and detailed trade flows for the year 2005, obtained from the Food and Agricultural
Organization (FAO), were used to assess the LRF for the UK food consumption. Land requirements for animal products were cal-
culated using animal specific feed conversion ratios and feed compositions(4). Preliminary findings show that the average land require-
ment for the UK food supply equals 2,588 m2/capita/year. More than 70% of these land requirements are related to the consumption
of animal products, particularly ruminants (33%). Total ‘virtual’ land use – i.e. the land embodied in the imports to the UK – equals
2·6 million hectare. Considering the total arable area available in the UK, this implies that the total imported area is 45% of total
arable area in the UK.

These results show that the land requirements of the UK diet are mainly related to the consumption of animal products, in par-
ticular ruminants. However, a substantial share in the land use of ruminants involves grasslands; land that is not always suited for
human-edible crop production. The imported ‘virtual’ area is dominated by soya beans, which are primarily processed into oil
(for human consumption), yielding cake as a by-product, which is used for animal feed. Other crops responsible for a large virtual
land use include cereals, coffee and tea. A lower reliance on external land resources could thus also be achieved by a lower consump-
tion of stimulants. Future research on scenarios of dietary change is needed to assess how a lower land appropriation can best be
realised and still meet dietary recommendations.
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Fig. 1. LRF of UK food supply.

Fig. 2. Commodities responsible for virtual land use.
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